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Classroom management means different things to different people. It can cover a broad spectrum of events and 

considerations that go on in the classroom, from giving instructions to organising the furniture. In the English 

language young learner (YL) classroom, classroom management should not be about creating reward and 

consequence systems, but about creating an effective learning environment where learners are actively engaged. 

It should also be about providing plenty of opportunities for language to be used and acquired. Being pro-active 

rather than re-active means behaviour and discipline issues are reduced to a minimum. 

Task 

Before reading on, first consider what classroom management means to you. How do you give instructions? (and 

in which language?) What routines do you have in place? How important are routines for young learners? What 

has worked for you recently? What hasn’t worked, and why do you think it wasn’t successful? Are there any areas 

that you feel less confident about? 

What does teaching young learners English involve? 

‘Teaching young learners is far more than teaching the language itself. Classroom management and motivation 

plays such an important role that if we don’t get these things right we don’t stand a chance of teaching them the 

language.’ 

Naomi Moir OUP Interview IATEFL Harrogate Online 2010 

 

Too often teachers use ‘fun’ activities as a reward: ‘If you’re good we’ll play a game /watch a video/go to the 

computer room at the end of the lesson’.  However, if games, videos and computers are used at the right times in 

the lesson they can be motivating and stimulating as well as maintaining interest and generating a lot of 

contextual language. 

 

How to children learn languages? 

Task 

What do you think are the five most important aspects to YLS learning languages? 

 
They acquire English through hearing and experiencing LOTS of examples. Similar to how they acquired their 
first language. YLs need to hear masses and masses of English and be absorbed by it.   

They learn through doing- by being occupied with the language.  

They are not consciously trying to learn new words- it’s incidental. They are not really able to organise their 

learning, they don’t even realise that they are learning, they see it as fun (or should do). 

They love playing with language sounds and rhythms: imitating, singing, chanting etc, 

Their grammar will develop on its own- provided they hear lots of contextualised language.  

 Classroom Management is about communication 

Communication is more than just the words we speak. According to Mehrabian (in Buzan 2002:124) there are 

three elements of spoken verbal intelligence; voice tone and energy, the body and its language and the words 

and content of what is being said, which all contribute to portraying a message. Most people interpret what is 

being said by putting the following emphasis on each element: 

   Taken from Tony Buzan. The Power of Verbal Intelligence 2002 

Words and content  7% 

Voice tone and energy   38% 

Body and its language  55% 
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Cesar Milan is known as ‘The dog whisperer’. He is able to take control of a pack of 20 or more dogs- including 

some which have been known to be vicious. How does he do it? He is unable to reason with them and he does 

not believe in issuing physical injuries to dominate them. He uses calm assertive energy which nurtures stability 

and creates balanced, centred dogs with calm submissive behaviour. He becomes the pack leader.  

Although not everyone would like to admit it, there are similarities between a pack of dogs and a class of children 

who do not speak the same language as you. As the teacher you have to emit calm assertive behaviour to 

become the leader of the pack. How? By using your body language and voice tone and energy. 

Voice tone and energy. 

‘The voice, ‘the muscle of the soul’, is our most personal musical instrument. As teachers, the 

voice is one of our most important tools. A well-moderated voice enhances communication and 

can make a great contribution to the students’ experience of classroom as a relaxed, calming 

learning environment.’ 
Rowena Whitehead in Woodward (1991:137) 

Not only do teachers use their voice as a model of language they should also use it as a model of communication. 

For maximum effect a teacher’s voice should be relaxed, natural and unstrained, setting an example. Noise can 

be expected when working with large numbers of children, however raising the voice beyond and above the 

natural register can have devastating effect for many teachers as vocal problems are not uncommon. One of the 

other reasons teachers need to be aware of their voice range is that once the ‘head’ voice is engaged it reaches 

an annoying pitch/tone which many learners deal with by switching off. Be aware of what your voice sounds like 

to listen to. It is very easy to record yourself nowadays using a mobile phone or MP3.  

Reflection-Task 

Reflect on how you sound to your learners. Reflect on what you say. Reflect on how you react. Reflect on what 

you do. The only behaviour you can control in the classroom is your own.  

‘You cannot change what you don’t acknowledge’ Dr Phil 

Linking Theory to Practice 

There are several components to classroom management. However, this paper will focus on four: Classroom 

Instructions, Classroom Language, Rules and Routines. They are all linked as it is hoped that the use of 

classroom instructions will become part of the routines, and classroom language is used to provide rules etc.  

 

Classroom Instructions 

Classroom verbs/ gestures 

Using gestures provides an extra dimension to help YLs understand what you want them to do. To check 

instructions they are then able to gesture in return. Check you coursebook to see what verbs are used in the 

instructions for the activities. Develop you own gestures, but be consistent.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Suggested gestures/ actions for classroom verbs 
1. be quiet       place index finger in lips and say ‘shhh’ 
2. repeat          start with index finger on mouth and make a clockwise extending arm upwards 
3. cut                make scissor action with index and middle finger moving across the body 
4. look              place flat ‘salute’ hand on eyebrows 
5. listen            use a hand to cup ear 
6. draw          hold an imaginary pencil and make a drawing motion vertically –like on an easel (nb.‘write’ 

would be done horizontally) 
7. colour           slightly stick tongue out and make quick  colouring motions vertically 
8. sit down       hold both hands out, palms facing down and ‘wave’ downwards 
9. point to        point with index finger- extend phrase to include an object ‘point to the window’ 
10. fold               hands, palms up, together and gently ‘close’ right hand over left as though folding paper. 
11. Stick             mime using a stick of glue and gluing palm of one hand, then clap hand together to ‘stick’ 
12. Sing              hold both arms up and out like an opera singer 
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Classroom instructions should be clear and precise. Repeat the same instruction two or three times so that it 

becomes a chant and the children can join in. Back up instructions with a demonstration or example, providing a 

visual clue as to what you expect the learners to do.  

Open your book at page 23. Open your book at page 23. Open your book at page 23 and tell me what   you can 

see. 

Fold your piece of paper exactly in half. Not like this. Not like this. Exactly in half, with a nice crisp 

fold...listen.....listen  

Use short chants to manage activities which are not very cognitively engaging or generative. 
 For example, when drawing: 

Draw a ball. Draw a ball. Draw a ball. Big or small. 
 

When checking learners have the correct colour 
Blue blue is the colour I need. 
Have you got blue? Show me! 

When doing a colour dictation 
 Colour the ball blue. (sing to Frère Jacque) 

The ball is blue, the ball is blue 
blue ball blue ball 

The ball is blue, the ball is blue 
blue ball blue ball 

5…4…3…2…1…Stop! 
 

By doing this the teacher is able to check that a) all the YLs know what blue is, b) they have the colour blue and 

c) they have a limited amount of time to complete the colouring. It also provides fast finishers with something to 

do…sing along! In addition,  there is some form of language input while completing a potentially cognitively 

unchallenging task . 

NB Do not try to sing a song, while completing a writing exercise as it is too distracting.  

However, you could include a song/chant while doing  cutting, and sticking tasks-  

Example-  making a Mother’s day card  

We’re making a Mother’s Day card today- hip hip hooray 

We’re cutting and drawing  and making flowers hip hip hooray 

 

Classroom Language 

It’s not always easy to get the students to use classroom language, but this is a fun way to do it. Just focus on the stress and 
intonation of the phrase using da da da instead of words. Get the students to repeat after you, then work backwards,  by 
adding an extra word each time. Say each line as many times as necessary. By working backwards the stress stays in the 
same place. Once they’ve got it change the word pencil for rubber, ruler etc and try sitting in a circle asking and passing items. 
To remind them to use the phrase in following lessons just say da da da and you’ll trigger their memory. 
You can also get them to repeat it using different emotions; happy, sad, angry, hungry, hot, tired 

‘da da da da da da da da’  

 
‘da da da da da da da da’  
‘da da da da da da da please’  
‘da da da da da pen-cil please’ 
‘da da da da a pen-cil please’ 
‘da da bor-row a pen-cil please’ 
‘da I bor-row a pen-cil please’ 
‘Can I bor-row a pen-cil please?’  
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Rules 
Children are used to rules- their school life tends to be governed by rules. Rules are needed so that YLs are 
aware of the boundaries; what is socially acceptable behaviour and what is not. Rules need to be established as 
part of the working parameters, but it is how the rules are created and enforced that concerns us. 
Often rules can be enforced implicitly, that is without actually having to state them. Focusing too much on the 
rules can encourage some YLs to break them deliberately. Having a few positively phrase rules, which use 
inclusive language, can be more effective than having long lists of You can’t….You mustn’t…..Don’t…. 
Should a child break one of the rules they have to face the ‘consequence’, rather than punishment. First they 
should be warned that what they are doing is not acceptable. If they continue they will face the consequence- 
which needs to be stated at the time. The responsibility is then in their hands. They make the conscious decision 
as to whether to continue with the behavior or not. Whatever happens you MUST carry out the threat (move 
seats, stand in the corner) and repeat, that if they continue  there will be another consequence (stay behind, letter 
to parent). It’s important that you are fair and have the same rules for all the members in the group (if pupils are 
not allowed to eat in class, then neither should you). Each child should be given a clean slate at the beginning of 
each lesson. 
Of course, if there are going to be lots of rules and consequences, there should also be rewards. Try not to make 
these too materialistic- motivation for completing a task should be intrinsic, rather than extrinsic.  
Encourage  learners to rejoice in each others’ successes and progress. 
Have a ‘reward chant’ where the student who did well, made the most progress, performed really well for them 
etc. is  recognized and their progress celebrated by the group. 

Well done João 

Hip hip hooray 

We’re so proud 

You’ve worked well today 

Routines 

Routines really encompass all of the above as established patterns of behaviour, from what you say to how YLs 
respond.  Routines not only help children feel secure, as they know what is expected of them, but also provide 
opportunities for natural and repetitive language. Managing classes with lots of routines means lessons become 
more efficient- children get in to groups quicker, tidy up effectively and the language that accompanies the routine 
is acquired more easily as it is contextualised. 
Entering/leaving classroom 

 Get YLs to line up and ask them a quick question as they enter/leave the room. 

 Set a password each lesson in order to enter/leave the room 

Password, password, what’s the password?  

What’s the password today? 

Apple, apple, apple is the password. 

 Apple is the password today. 

 

Starting/finishing the lesson 

 Have an opening song/chant to get them ‘switched on’ 

Hello everybody. How are you? 

I’m very well, and how about you? 

 Use instructions  as a chant to get started efficiently 

 Books on the table. Bags under the chair.  

 Have a closing song for them to ‘take away’ 

It’s time to tidy up and put our things away.  

Put on our coats it’s the end of the day. 

Giving out /collecting in materials 

 Give the responsibility to some of the pupils 

 Encourage communication between them to be in English 

o One for you, one for you.  

o Take one pass it on . 

o Can a have my book please? 

o Can I borrow a mini-white board please? 

o Close your books. Make a pile on the table. 
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 Starting/stopping/changing activities 

It’s time to listen. One, two, three. 

Listen to the teacher. Are you ready like me? 

It’s time to be quiet and read a book. 

Let’s all sit down and take a look 

Create a group rapport 

Children love to feel part of a group, and that they belong. Having a group chant ... 

 Provides learners with a sense of belonging  and gives them ownership of the language  

 Creates a community of learners and makes individuals feel part of a ‘tribe’ (or pack) 

 Creates a positive learning atmosphere  

NB don’t let them hear you do the same chant with another group- it’s theirs, it belongs to them 

Example 

Put up your hands and clap clap clap 

Everybody do the class 3 Rap! 

Point to the window, point to the door 

Point to the teacher, point to the floor 

Put up your hands and clap clap clap 

Everybody do the class 3 Rap! 
         I SPY 2 OUP adapted  

And finally... 

 

 
I’ve come to the frightening conclusion that ‘I am the decisive element in the classroom. 
It’s my personal approach that creates the climate, it’s my daily mood that makes the weather. 
As a teacher, I possess a tremendous power to make a child’s life miserable or joyous. I can humiliate 
or humour, hurt or heal. In all situations it’s my response that decides, whether a crisis will be 
escalated or  de-escalated and a child humanised or de-humanised.’        

(Haim Ginott “The Learner’s Dimension”)  
 


